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    In my collection of crosses there are a number which have been given to me.  And like so 
many gifts, the stories behind the gift make each of them ever more special. 
 
    One of them was handmade by a colleague from Kewaskum, WI who dabbles in wood 
carving.  It was the item he made for a gift exchange in our small clergy group during Christmas 
about 5 years ago.  It sits on one of my bookcases in my office. 
 
    This cross is about 4-5 inches high and I like the grooves he carved into the bottom leg, which 
allow me to wrap my fingers around it.  This way I can grip the cross firmly and hold it out as if I 
am performing an exorcism, or fighting off vampires or zombies. 
 
    Another is a wooden necklace cross you see me wearing some Sunday mornings.  That cross 
was made by a young man in Neon, Kentucky who was one of our work leaders during 
Emanuel’s mission trip to Appalachia a few years ago.  He made crosses for everyone who 
volunteered.   He also made the carving that stands on the top of the bookcase in the gathering 
space.   
 
    And the third cross is an antique French cross; bronze and enamel; it is very colorful with red, 
white and yellow flur de lis.  The background color is dark blue and it is held together with 7 
light blue circles.   
 
    This cross was a gift from my Aunt Barbara when I was ordained.  My Uncle Lorenz had been 
a UCC minister who died of Cancer in the early 1980’s.  My dear Aunt held on to the cross for 
over 10 years; hoping someone in the family would become an ordained minister.  I suspect she 
hoped one of her children would, but when I became ordained in 1993, and it was clear that 
her children chose other worthwhile paths, the cross became a precious gift to me. 
 
    It’s funny isn’t it?  We hang beautiful, majestic crosses around our necks, and in our 
sanctuaries, we give each of our confirmation students here at Emanuel a beautiful, fair trade 
cross we hope they will hang on their wall no matter where life leads them -- to remind them of 
this faith we share in Jesus Christ, the one who gives life in the face of death.   Yet…….. 
 
    If an ancient Roman person from the time of Jesus were to time travel to today, they would 
be astonished to see Crosses adorned so lovely, treated so delicately, and created so 
beautifully.  It would be rather like you or me traveling 2000 years into the future and seeing 
beautiful, adorned little electric chairs hanging around people’s necks.  In Jesus’ day, the cross 
was a symbol of death, corporal punishment, specifically death to anyone who didn’t obey the 
lordship of Caesar.   
 



    Have we become so acclimated to the cross we forget this stark and jolting reality?  Lovely 
Churches, lovely people, with lovely Crosses around their lovely necks?   
 
    Paul makes it clear today the Cross isn’t going to make sense to everyone.   He says the cross 
is foolishness.  He says Christ Crucified is a stumbling block and again uses the term foolishness.  
In his day the cross was still used as a means of execution.  Crosses struck horror into the 
people’s hearts.  They struck horror into the hearts of all the ancient people, except Christians.  
How could anyone understand it as a symbol of life? 
 
    One of the dangers of being in church as often as we are is that it all starts to make sense.   
The Philosopher Soren Kierkegaard reminds us, if “We remove from Christianity its ability to 
shock, it is altogether destroyed.” 
 
   When the absurd begins to sound completely reasonable we should worry.  Blessed are the 
meek… turn the other cheek… Love your enemies…  Go, sell all that you have and give to the 
poor.”  Be honest, that is great for Sunday morning, but what if we try it in the real world.  Go 
to work tomorrow and try being meek.  Tell those ready to go to war… Blessed are the 
peacemakers.   And what do we say about Protestors and those who occupy, do we call them 
blessed?  Not usually… we call them fanatics.  Paul is saying when we hear the gospel not with 
Sunday-morning ears, but with Monday-morning ears, it often sounds foolish.   
 
        But, for Christians in the time of Paul the cross had come to mean something new – 
something that was, ironically, “lovely, delicate, and beautiful.”   
 
    It’s important to understand that for Paul the cross did not simply stand for Jesus’ death.  As 
well, Jesus’ death is not all the cross means for us today.  The cross stands for the whole way 
Christ lived.  It stands for the way he lives again in Easter.  The cross in front of you or the one 
around your neck stands not so much for a death as it signifies the whole Christian way of life.  
The cross is the symbol of Jesus Christ’s way: his teaching, the way he related to others, his 
compassion, his love, his self-giving death, and – most emphatically – the cross stands for his 
triumph over death.  The cross is the sign for the whole story of Jesus Christ. 
 
    This, incidentally, is why most Protestants prefer an empty cross – one without a body – to 
the crucifix that some other Christian traditions prefer.  A crucifix with a body is obviously 
mostly about the death of Jesus, important of course, but not the whole story.  
 
    So when you see or wear an empty cross, think not only on Jesus’ death, but consider the 
compassion, the love, and the truth that flowed from his earthly life, and think also about his 
victory over death at Easter. 
 
    Paul freely admits that a lot of people just don’t get this cross business.  A lot of 
people didn’t get it back then; a lot of people don’t get it now.   
 
   We have to help them.  We have to tell them.   



 
    And we have to assure others there are days the cross doesn’t make much sense to us either; 
but as we keep following, and searching, and sharing our faith in community…  we find 
ourselves not feeling so foolish after all.  In fact we find our life turning, like the words of the 
World Peace Prayer, from Death to Life, from falsehood to truth, from fear to trust.  From hate 
to love, and from war to peace.   
 
 
Amen 
 
 


